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The goal of research in child language acquisition is to create a
general theory of Tanguage acquisition., To accomplish this, child Tanguage
resea;éh must compare acquisition across Tanguages in order to discover
which principles and strategies of language learning are universal and which
are developed to process the particular language that is being learned. While
it has often been claimed that there are behavioral univérsaTs in learning

language (Bever, Chomsky, McNeil, Slobin, 1971), we know very 1ittle about

what these are. Because we know little about what governs language acquisition
we can make few reliable predi

Our knowledge of universal and 1anguagé specific principles of languzge

ctions about the order and pattern of acquisition.

learning should be of particular value in understanding the course of learning

a second language. Many of the errors that second language Tearners make are

predictable. The question is: why are they made? To what extent are they due

to interference from the native language, and to what extent are they due to

language independent factors? Clearly we can not claim that the source of the

learner's difficulty is due to interference unless we have ruled out the possi-

bility that it is a function of language independent factors.
If we find evidence for universal principles in language learning then
we would expect that in those situations where these principles are relevant,

the order of acquisition and the kinds of errors that are made in learning .

any language will be the same whether the language js learned as a first or
second language. Thus we would expect that certain difficulties that second
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language learners have will be the same as those that they faced in learning
their native language. For this reason, investigating the principles

that children use in Tearning their native language can contribute to our
understanding of the role of universal and language specific factors in
second language Tearning.

The results of cross language research into what language learners find
difficult,and why, should be of interest to teachers in a bilingual setting.
The results can shape realistic expectations in teachers. They can create
a positivé and informed attitude toward learner errors, and they can be of
use in developing appropriate reading and teaching materials.

Thf% paper will discuss 1anguageva§quisition in English and French. It~
will report on the aﬁfcome of a study of the acquisition of subject and object
ré1ative clauses by monolingual French speaking children between the ages of
4-10 years in Rimouski, Québec. I will compare their language behavia; with
the behavior of monolingual English speaking children between 4-8 years who
had been tested previously in the United States (Sheldon, 1974, Legum). The_
results of both studies will be discussed within the framework of principles
and strategies that have been proposed to account for Tanguage learning 1in
English. I will show how these principles and strategies are also relevant
to the explanation of language Tearning in French. I will claim that certain
of these strategies are in fact universal, and that their use is not a function
of the fact that these children are learning English, or French, or any SVO
language for that matter. Note that we can not falsify the claim that the
acquisition of relative sentences is governed by universal principles and that

there will be a common order of development across languages unless we test
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acquisition in more than one language. The French study brings evidence to
bear on this claim.

This study investigated a universal principle that Slobin (1971:352) has
prcposéd to account for language learning, which can be formulated as an
empirical claim in the following way:

A sentence with an interruption or rearrangement of

linguistic wunits will be more difficult to process

than a sentence that does not contain an interruption

or rearrangement.
Sheldon (1974) investigated the evidence for this claim in a study in which
four and five year old English speak%ﬂg children were tested on their ability
to comprehend sentences with relative clauses. They were given four types
of relative sentences, which are shown in Table 1: #1,2,4,85. Slobin's

---Insert Table 1 here---
universal can be interpreted in the form of two hypotheses that make pre-
dictions about the acaquisition of relative clauses, The first is the Interr-
uption Hypothesis, which claims that nested clauses (i.e. sentence internal)

are more difficult to process than nonnested clauses (i.e. sentence final).

subject NPs (sentences # 1 & 2: SS, SO) should be harder to comprehend and
:process than sentences that have relative clauses that modify object NPs

(# 4 & 5: 0S, 00) because the subject relativa in the former i; nested inside
of the main clause and interrupts it. The second hypothesis is the Word

Order Hypothesis which claims that a surface sequence in which the underlying
word order has been preserved is easier to process than one in which the under-
iying word order has not been preserved. According to this hypothesis sentences

in which the object NP is relativized (#2 & 5: SO, 00) will be harder than




sentences in which the subject NP has been relativized (#1 & 4: SS, DS);1

studies that investigated the use of relative clauses by English speaking
children between the ages of 2-5. In these studies sentences with objeqt
re1atiies (i.e. sentence final) were produced earlier than Sentenées wiéﬁm“ -
subjeéf relatives (i_e.rsenténce internal). In addition, séntences with
subject relatives were more difficult to imitate than sentences with object
“relatives. However, the positive data that he presents for this universal

in regard to relative clauses consists solely of elicited or spontaneous
production data., It is well known that correct imitation is not a reliable
indication of how a sentence is understood or if it is understood at all.
Spontaneous production data is also of limited use, at best, in provfd%hg in-
sight into the speaker's linguistic competence or comprehension ability. It
could be a function of the sample size, and sometimes reflects nothing more
than pragmatic factors involved in communication. For example, Limber has
shown this very nicely. He made recordings of spontaneous speech from children
between the ages of 2=4, and from adults in a variety of activities. He found
that for both children and adults the majority of subject NPs were personal
pronouns, demonstrative pronouns and names. The fact that it is not possible to have
restrictive relative ciauses modifying such NPs eipTains why we don't find
them in spontaneous speech. Pronouns and names appeared much less frequently
in object position and this correlated with the higher proportion of object

NP modification. Clearly one can not make reliable inferences about the
speaker's linguistic or receptive competence on the basis of production data
alone. For this reason, the English and French studies are an investigation

of how children understand relative sentences. To test comprehension they
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were required to act out the relative sentence with toy animals.

The results of Sheldon (1974) did not confirm Slobin's predictions
about the diff%eu]iy of interruption or the difficulty of word order re-
arrangement for the Tanguage processor. That is, children's performance on
sentences with internal relative clauses did not differ from their perfermance
on sentences with sentence final relative clauses. And they did not make more
errors on sentences which had the object NP relativized than they made on
sentences which had the subject NP relativized. Instead, it was found that
sentences in which the identical NPs have the same grammatical function in their
respective clauses (SS & 00) were significantly easier to understand than
sentences in which the identical NPs have different %unetiene (S0 &°05). The
results of this study are shown in Table 2a. These results were rep1ieeted

---Insert Table 2 here---

with a group of 10 subjects whose mean age was 4.6 (Sheldon, 1976).

The Parallel Function Hypothesis was proposed to account for these facts.
This hypothesis claims that in a complex sentence, if coreferential NPs have
the same grammatical function in their ‘respective clauses, then that sentence
will be easier to process than one in which the ce?eFerentiei NPs have differ-
ent grammatical functions. The grammatical function of the relativized NP will
be interpreted to be the same as its antecedent. Independent support for a
parallel function constraint can be found in English studies of pronominal co-
reference (Maratsos) in relative clause cemprehension using a picture identifi-
cation task and different types of relative sentences (Brown), and in a study
of the development of reTetivieetien (Ferreiro, et.al.).

In addition, Legum conducted a study of the comprehension of relative

6
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sentences using the same toy moving task with monolingual English speakﬁng
children between the ages of 6-8 years, in an attempt to replicate the results
of Sheldon (1974). The results of his study are shown in Table 2b. Legum found
that there was no reliable effect of age, that is, the performance of éhi1dren

in the six year old groupVQid not differ significantly from that of children

in the seven and eight year old groﬁﬁ, F (2,41) = 3.12, p>.05, There was

no significant main effect for embedding, F 1! that is, perfafménce on

sentences with nested relative clauses (SS & S0) was not significantly

differsnt from performance on sentences with final relative clauses {0S & 00).
Performance on parallel function relative sentences (SS & 00) was. significantly
better than performance on nonparallel function sentences, again at greater

ﬁhan the .007 level of significance. These results replicate the finding of
She1doﬁ with younger English speaking children. They support the Parallel
Function Hypothesis, and they do not support the Interruption Hypothesis, '

They indicate that the parallel function constraint operates in acquisition

as late as eight years. The only differen;e between the younger group (Sheldon)
and the older group (Legum) is in how their performance was affected as a
functicp of which NP is relativized. Sentences with relativized subjects (SS & 0S)
were significantly easier than sentences with relativized objects (SO & 00),

p<£ .001. The younger group showed no difference in performance on sentences

in which the subject or object NP were relativized, although there was a trend in
the five year old group in Favoﬁof sentences with relativized subjects. Thus, the
variable of word order in the relative é?ause appears to be an ége related
factor. It does not play a role in younger childrens' comprehension of

English, but it is relevant to older children. Figure 1 is a graphic repre-
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sentation of the performance of the younger and older English groups.
---Insert Figure 1 here---

These findings demonstrate that the Parallel Function Hypothesis is
crucial for the explanation of certain facts about the acquisition of rela-
tive clauses in English, and that this effect is independent of the age of thé
language learner. The question that arises is whether a parallelism con-
straint is language specific or whether it plays a role in the acquisition
of other languages. An answer to this question was sought in a study of the
acquisition of French, The participants in this study, monolingual speakers
between the ages of 4-10, 1iving in Rimouski, Québec, were tested by means of
the same toy moving procedure that was used in Sheldon and Legum. Examples
of the types of sentences that were used are in Table 1.

The French sentence types differ frgmsthe English in two respects. First,
the Frehch relative pronoun varies in its form according to the function of
the NP that is relativized. The form for relativized subjects is qui and the
form for relativized objects is que. Because the French relative pronoun con-
tains the grammatical information that is necessary to correctly assign a
function to the relativized NP, which the English relative marker that does
not, it is possible that French children would learn these sentences faster
or in a different order than children learning English. In fact, we would
expect that they would not use a parallel function heuristic for assigning NP
function, since it isn't necessary.

Another difference between English and French is that French has an optional
rule of subject postposition which places the subject NP in a gggirETétive
clause behind the verb, Thus, in Table 1 sentence types 2 & 3 are paraphrases,

and types 5 & 6 are paraphrases.

8
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Slobin has proposed another developmental universal which is relevant
to the acquisition of the French type of relative sentences, # 3 & 6.. He
claims (p.350) that:
Sentences deviating from standard word order will be interpre-
ted at early stages of development as if they were examples
of standard word order.
, Word
I will Tabel this claim the Preferred/Order Hypathes*is.2 Since the standard
word order in French is SVO this principle predicts that in the French type
relatives, # 3 & 6, the NP that follows the verb will be understood as the
receiver of the action and not the agent. Thus, sentence types 3 & 6 should
be acquired late according to this principle because word order in the rela-
tive cTause is que V S. On the other hand, because the French relative sentences
have a morphological indication of which NP is relativized it is possible to
interpret the correct function of the postverbal NP. If attention to morpho-
Togical cues takes precedence over the Preferred Word Order principle, the French
learners would have no difficulty with sentence types 3 & 6.
The results of the French study are shown in Table 2c. What we find is
that French children are ignoring the morphological cues and instead are ass-

igning functional relationships by means of other heuristics, which are also

being used by children lTearning English.

Considering just sentence types 1, 2, 4 & 5, which correspond to the Engiish
typég;,aﬁ analysis of variance indicated that performance on the parallel fdhcﬁign
reiativég%wgsag%gnificantTy better than performance on the nonparaliel function

" (S0 & 0S)

relative 5entence%{F (5,90) = 2.86, p«.05. A post hoc analysis of variance

indicated that performance on the parallel function object relative sentence
type (00) is significantly better than performance on the nonparallel function
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object relative sentence type (0S), F (5,90) = 9.73, p<£ .01. There was a sig-
nificant interaction between the ease of parallel function object relatives
and age,however, A Tukey standardized range test was performed on the conse-
cutive means of the paré}Téi function object relative (00). It indi-
cated that the level of performance of the eight year olds was significantly
better than the performance of the seven year olds. A Tukey test was also
performed on the consecutive means of the nonparallel function object

relative (0S), It indicated that performance on this sentence type does not
increase significantly until one year later, in the ninth year. At this time
performance on the nonparallel function subject relative (S0) also improves
dramatically. Performance across these four sentence types: SS, SO, 0S, 00,
‘begins to level out in the ninth year, showing a general mastery of these
kinds of sentences at that time.

As in Sheldon {1974), a control test was administered after the relative
sentence test. The purpose of this test was to determine the extent to which
performance on the relative sentence task was due to the meaning of the sen-
tence, the procedure of acting out two prgpasitionég the length of the sentence,
or preferred toy moving strategies, such as using the Firstvtay that is picked
up to perform both actions in the sentence. This test consisted of thercoors
dinate structure counterparts to the relative sentences. The children had to
act them out in the same fashion as the relative sentences. Examples of these
sentences are in Table 3.

---Insert Table 3 here---

Only the youngest group of subjects were tested on this task. Their per-

formance is shown below.

_---Insert Table 4 here--- -

10
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The results are essentially the same as those for the English subjects in
Sheldon (1974). There 1is no difference in performance across the four

types of coordinate sentences but there is a difference in performance

across the different types of relative sentences. Not only is there no
difference in the order of difficulty among the coordinate sentences, but
theyrare much easier than the relative sentences. This is additional evidence
that it is the structure of the relative sentences that is the source of
difficulty.

We can conclude from the results of the relative sentence fests therefore,
that a parallel function constraint is operating in the acquisitionh of French
relative sentences. It is interesting to note that the factor of paraliel
function plays a role in the adult French speaker's comprehension of the sentence
typesalso. A control group of 16 monolingual French speakers, who were
nursing students at the College d'enseignement general et professionel de
Rimouski, was tested on the same sentences, using the same toy moving task.

To make the task more difffcu?t they heard each sentence only once, whereas tﬁe
children, on the other hand, could have the sentence repeated as often as ne-
cessary. The mean age of the adult subjects was 19.6. The results of the
experiment are shown in Table 5. An analysis of variance indicated that the
---Insert Table 5 here ---
adults performed significantly better on the parallel function sentence types
(SS & 00) than on the nonparallel function types (SO & 0S), F (1,62) = 9.00,
P~ .01. The importance of this finding is that it shows that adults also do
not always pay attention to the mdrpho?ggy of qui and que, but sometimes use a

parallel function heuri tic ' instead. Apparently, the parallel function heuristic

11
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is a childhood strategy that persists into adulthood, although it is used to
a mch lesser degree by adults than by children.3

AHhiTé the factor of parallel function plays a role in the acquisition
and use of French relative sentences, it clearly doesn't account for the
whole story. There is additional evidence that French speaking children are
ignoring the morphology of the relative pronoun. This is shown by their
performance on sentence types 3 (s0') and 6 (00'), which have postposed
subject NPs in the relative clause. When we compare performance on sen-
tence type 3 (S0') to its counterpart type 2 (SDL and sentence type 6 (00')
to its counterpart type 5 (00'), we see a big difference in the level of per-
formance (see Table 2). An analysis of the errors indicates that sentence

type 3: 1le lion que pousse Te cheval.... (SO') was being interpreted as if

it were an SS sentence type (#1): le 1ion qui pousse le cheval..... In addition,

the 00' sentencc type (#6): ....la vache que pousse le cheval was interpreted

as if it were an 0S sentence type (#4): ....la vache qui pousse le cheval.

This is eviderice that children are not paying attention to morphology but are
depending on standard word order to interpret a sentence. Sentence types

3 (50') and 6 (00') have pnstposed subject NPs in the relative clause. The
missing NP in these sentences can be correctly reconstructed only if the listener
pays attention to and correctly jdentifies the relative pronoun. Only 3 out

of 96 children in this study were successful on these sentence fypes, and they
vere almost 10 years old. In order to rule out the pgssibiiiiy that the children
didn't use the morphological differences between qui and que because they
cou1dﬁ't hear them and therefore fell back on using a word order heuristic,

I tested the two youngest groups for their perception of a phonemic difference

12
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between ggj_and que in a minimal pair test. While 9 out of 15 children in the
old group reeponded ramdomly. On the basis of the five year olds' performance
we can assume that older children would have had no trouble on this task. We
could conclude that even though most children in this study could hear a
difference between qui and que, when presented as a minimal pair, they were
either unable to identify the grammatical function of qui and gggi%n the
sentences, or they did not use that information when it was present in the
sentences to process them. Instead, they used a heuristic of relying on

“ the standard word order of French and invariantly interpreted -the NP--that...... -
followed the subordinate clause verb as if it were the underlying object. The
evidence from French indicates that Slobin's FreFerredﬂgfgeL Hypothesis is a
possible candidate for a langauge learning universal g’The French speaking child's
preferenee for interpreting any NVN eequenee as the standard French order

of agent-action-object has been noted by Sinclair. She presented children
from-3-6 years with sequences of two nouns and a verb in all the possible
erders of combination, for them to act out with dolls. As children got

oider they increasingly interereted the first noun as the agent and the
seeond noun as the object-acted-upon no matter where the verb occurred in

the sequence The tendeney to interpret the first noun as the agent increased

with ege. In fect more six year o1de ﬁnterpreted the sequence boite- ouvr1r-

garcon as 'the box opens the boy'. then younger children.

The reliance of eh11dren on word order rather than merpheTegy hes also
been observed in other languages. word order in Russian is more flexible

than in English or French. Russian is also a more highly inflected language.

13
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Stobin (1966) reports that Russian children adopt a fixed order and

Tlearn nmrpho1ag1ca] markers late. Roeper reports that German children

prefer an grder1ng of indirect object before direct obgect Sentences with -
the order of direct before indirect object were often understood as if the
order was indirect before direct, even though the article in German is
inflected for the grammatical functfan of the NP. When asked to imitate
sentences with the NPs in the order of diréct‘bbject before indirect object,
children tended to switch the articles in their imitation, placing the article
for the indirect object with the first NP and the article with the direct object
with the second NP. |

‘There is evidence for Slobin's generalization from English too. The
preference that English speaking children have for interpreting the first NP

in a sentence as the logical sub;ect has been noticed in studies of the

* passive in child 1anguage_A Children have difficulty understanding full passive

sentences because they interpret them as being active sentences. Thus, a

sentence 11ke the girl is pushed by the bgy is understood as the g1r

pushes the boy (Bever, Beilin and Spantak Fraser, Bellugi and Brown, Turner

and Rommetveit). The presence of passive markers in the sentence is 1gnored
It is not the case that children respond randomly, which one might expect
if the child was paying attention to the passive markers. Instead, they
systematica11yTprefer the active intErpyetatian, despite the passive
markers in the sentence. J

Children will also interpret object c1eff sentences such as 1it's the

1ion_that the giraffe kicks to mean. the 1ion kicks the q1raffe . But they

have no trouble understanding subject cleft sentences correct1y§ such as

it's the lion that kicks the giraffe (Bever, Sheldon, 1972). Children

14
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will interpret object questions, in which the questioned object NP appears

in surface subject position, such as 'who did John see? as meaning who

saw John? , But they will have no trouble with subject questions, such

~as who_saw John? (Ervin-Tripp).

e type of comple-

In addition, children learn the John_is eager to pl

ment construction earlier than the John is easy to please construction

(cromer, Kessel). In the example, John is easy to please while John is

in the surface subject position, it is not the underlying subject of the

sentence, rather it is the underlying object.

In general then, Tinguistic constructions that constitute an exception =

fa SV0 word order in English are hard to learn because they are interpreted
as examples of Standafd word order. What this suggests is that children will
develop strategies that work Far'the general case before they develop stra-
tegies that work for the exceptions. Sentences that are exceptions to the
general case are also exceptions to the strategies that they have deve1o§éd
for processing these general cases. Because chifﬁren pérsist in using stra-
tegies for processing the predominant word order inappropriately on sentences
that are exceptions to the predominant word order, then they will have diffi-
culty learning the exceptions. This difficulty that the French children have
in decoding sentence types 3 and 6 (the gue relatives with postposed subjects)
indicates that rules that create surface structures that constitute linguistic
exceptions, in this case the_pgstﬁositfbn of the under1yﬁn§ §ubject; are |
".learned relatively late. Only after children can deal with que relatives that
" have the subject before the verb (#2 and 5) can they handle the exception.
One might also expect that sentences that children learn.late will a1sé

be harder for adults to process. While this expectation is borne out in the

15
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~case of the nonparallel function sentences (S0 and 0S) whith-were harder for
both children and adults, it js not the case that
French adults have more difficulty with the relative sentences that have post;’
pcséd subjects (SO énd‘GD')i The results of their performance on this
task shows no signifitant difference on sentence types 3 and 6 (SO'and 00' types
with postposed subjects) as compared to types 2 and 5 (SO and 00
types that do not hgva_the!subject snverted). We can account for the differ-
ence between the adults and children if we assume that the adults have thé rule.of
subject pDStposingi and that they are effectively using the morpho]agica1:
cues present in these sentences to process the inversion. The children do
" not have the rule and they are relying on word Drder,to.process_thesersenf'
tences. Tf the child dgesn}t have this rule then Senténces with the inver-
sion are not part of their relative clause system, This would make their
i %MELPETEtierCTause!system more 1ike that of the English child - than the adult
Frenck speaker. This supports the hypothesis that at certain stages children's
1§nguagé§ are more 1ike each other than they are like the adult Tanguage they
are learning. o
There are other ways in which the behavior of the French and English
speaking child are alike. One interesting outcome of the relative clause
test -in English with the four and five year olds (Sheldon, 1974) was that
there was much less jmprovement on the object re]ative; than there was‘pn
the subject relatives. In the French study also, performance on the Dbject
relatives was not high. A tabulation of the errors that were made by each
child indicated that they were responding to the object relatives in a con-
sistent fashion. At each age level, the object reTatives; which f011ow:the
main clause, were interpreted as modifying the main clause subject NP,

rather than the main clause object NP. That is, given sentence #5: the

ERIC 15
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lion knocks down the cow that the horséﬁppshggrthe children made the 1ion

knock down the cow and the horse push the 1ion. This response was found in

both French and Eng1ishi. We can explain it if we assume that the children

have é rule of Extraposition from NP which moves an.internal relative clause

to the end of the main clause, and that they overrely on this rule to inter-

pret any relative clause at the end éF the main clause as if it had been

part of the subject in deep structure and was transported by the Extraposition

rule to sentence final position. The reason why their perférmance on object.

Fe1atives is so low is because they are asscéiating all relative clauses with
~ the main clause subject NP. I have ca11ed'thisuthg Extraposition strategy

(Shé]d@ﬂ,-7974). It is being relied upon haaQiiy by children as old as

10 years. Whatiis interesting about this finding for both English and French

children is that it shows another way in which child Tanguages are ﬁore 1ike

each other.than fhayare like the adult language being learned. Both adult

English and French speakers prefer to assaciate a relative clause with the

adjacent NP whenever possible, even in cases-where‘it can be assaéiated

with either NP as in: !

A guy was dating my sister who j%ves in Montreal
Un gargon sort avec ma soeur quﬁ vita Montréal _
- object .

Because most adults do not interpret/relative clauses as being extraposed,

they do not find this sentence ambiguous, in English or in French.

Since the use of the Extraposition strategy by bbth English and French
children indicates the systematic avoidance of continuous constituents and
the favoring of discontinuous constituents, the French acquisition data,
1ike the English data, falsifies Slobin's claim that cé%idren will use stra-

tegies of speech perception which prohibit interruption of linguistic units.

1%




French and English ch ildren are alike in another aspect. A frequent
mistake that was made on subject relatives hy both groups is what I call
an 'adjacency error.', Children would interpret a sertence Tike #1:

the Tion that pushes the horse knocks down the cow such that the Tion pushes

the horse and the horse knocksrdawn the cow. In doing this they were
apparently using a strategy that I call the Adjacency strategy !Sheldon, 1977),
which is as follows:
In parsing a noncompound sentence, starting from the left, group
together as constituents of the same construction two adjacent NPs.
(i.e. not separated by other NPs) and an adjacent, noninitial verb
that has not already been assigned to a clause., Intrepret the first
NP as the subject of the verb and the second NP as the object of the
Ver‘b- - - .= . . . P PR
This strategy accounts for why children segmented the sequence, in sentence

#1, the 1ion pushes the horse as one clause, and the sequence that spans the

clause boundary: the horse knocks down the cow as another actual clause.

Users of this strategy would ignore the relative proncun. Thus the use of
this strategy in subject relatives accounts for the child's inability to find
the bgundaryewhéfe the relative clause ends and the main c1aﬁse resumes.
This strafegy is relied on QntiT quite Tate? by both English and French
children. Notice that it will cérrectiy/%%gsgs relative type‘(#4)i Between
the ages of 759; when chi1dren'§ performance on tﬁé 0S sentence type gets
where it shouldn't apply (e.g, to SS and SO sentence types).

Adjacency errors have been noted in two other studies of relative .clauses.
In a study of the comprehension of written relative clauses, Quigley, et. al.
found that most deaf subjects between the aces of 10-18 make adjacency errors
on subject réiatives, There was no change in the strength of this response

between 10 and 18 years. Hearing subjects between 8 and 10 years also made ,_'
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the same mistake. In a picture-cued comprehension task, Brown found that
3-5 ye%r olds also made adjacency errors oOn subject relatives.

There is evidence that an_adajcencylstrategy is over-relied on in inter-
preting other types of sentences a1sog;TaJakciian asked 3-5 year old English
speaking children to act out sentences with two conjuncts in which the subject
of the second conjunct was missing. When given a sentence Tike: the horse

Jjumps over the duck and bumps into the rabbit they would make the horse jump

over the duck, and the duck bump into the rabbit. Adjacency errors were also
found on sentences with inorder to complementizers. ‘For example, on a

“sentenéé'ﬁﬁkéftheﬁabb%tjuhbsDVErthe‘duckto'bumg'into~theiharsewthey would .

make the rabbit jump over the duck and the duck bump into the horse.

To summarize the results of the French study, I have shown that despite
the difference between French and English relative sentences, French child-
ren like English children have difficulty in assigning the correct function
to the relativized NP. In attempting to do this, I am claiming that both English
and French children rely on the Parallel Function strategy. Not only does this
partly account for the order of acquisition of subject and object relative
sentences, it also accounts for many errors that were made. Secondly, both
French and English children have difficulty in finding the NP the the rela-
tive clause modifies. In attempting to find an antecedent for the relative
pronoun in Dbject relatives they overrelied on the Eitrapogiticn strategy.
They preferred to associate all modifiers with the main clause subject, or
sentence initial NP, despite the fact that adult speakers ‘in both languages
prefer to associate modifiers with the adjacent NP. We can not assume, there-

fore, that there will be differences in ;hiidren's languages because there
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are differences in adult languages.

Slobin's claim about the putative universal difficulty of iﬁtérruptions,
i.e. of nested clauses, makes false predictions about the child's difficulty
with French relative sentences as well. On the other hand, the French data
support Slobin's Preferred WQrd'DTder'Hypéthé§§§, since children will try
to interpret functional relations in clauses in terms of the predominant
word order of the language. That is equivalent to saying that children

overrely on their strategies for processing the predominant word order, with

the consequence that rules that change order are learned late.?

The French-data also add to.the growing body. of.evidence--that.language... . . —
_processors-will overrely on an adjacency strategy to incorrectly segment
adjacent surface sequences as actual constituents of a clause. Since the
overuse of strategies_for parsing sentences accounts for a number of the
mistakes that were made, apparently learning a language involves --at ‘Teast--
learning to restrict the use of these strategies in those cases where they
do not apply.
The French study is one step in the 1ine of testing the universality
of language learning principles and strategies that were proposed to account
for language acquisition in English. It replicates the main findings of
the English studies using another language that had some differences as well as
some similarities in the relative clause system. ‘But the French results are
stronger than a replication. They provide more evidence than we had with the -
English data alone to claim that these results are not due to the particuiaf
language that the children are learning but that they are due to the fact that

'they are learning relative clauses. Since we now know that these results
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are not lanquage specific, we have a basis for makiﬁg the strongest possi-
ble claim, namely, that these same principles and strategies that found
. support in English will also account for the order of acquiétion of rela-
iaﬁtive sentences and the errors that language 1earners'make}an these construc-

tions across languages. I am making the following hypotheses:

1. The Parallel Function strategy is a language independent
processing heuristic.

2. A11 languages will have an Adjacency strategy for parsing
sentences. The functional relations of the elements in the clause
will be interpreted in terms of the predominant, language specific

word order.

2. Reliance on word order takes precedence over reliance on mor-

phology.® |

While it is possible that the results of the English and French studies
are due to the fact that tﬁey are related languages, the crucial test of the
universality of these principles is with a language that is unrelated to them,;
e.g. an SOV language like Japanese. I think that an investigation of learners’
of such a language would be a fruitful avenue for future research,

In conclusion, although language learning research is still in its
infahcy;‘so to speak, it is still useful to measure the distance that has
been traveiedi Nelson Brooks made the FoTiowing Statementy%n%his book on

Tanguage 1earn1ng 1n 1964:

A discussion of learning is not complete w1thout some remarks about
error, which bears a re]at1&nsh1p to Tearning resembling that of
sin tc virtue. Like sin, error is to be. avoided and its influence
overcome, but 1ts presence is to be expected.
What I have shown here, however, is that we have alot to learn from learner
_errors. They supply important data in the construction of a theory of

Tanguage acquisition.
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experiments, Research assistance was provided by Jacinthe Boudreau,
Suzanne Chenard, Diane Garneau, Danielle Godbout, and Danielle Stanek.
Statistical assistance was given by Paul Desjardins and Steven Froman,
1 This principle is relevant is we assume that that is analyzed as a

relative pronoun and the relativized NP has been fronted,

‘”‘””””“2““thE“that“it“is*quest%DnabTE“whetherwthere~i5‘a~difFerence"between*th%sﬂ~“h~"mw~*
claim and his prohib{tion on the rearrangement of word order. It seems that.
what is at stake in both of these claims is that children will have diffi-
culty processing sentences that violate the predominant surface word order

in the language. I will not pursue this issue further here.

3 There is an important methodological point fa be made here. Developmental
psychologists compare the performance of children to a control sample bf

adults iﬁordér to avoid what Limber calls the "double standard of attributing
gaps in children's performance to some developmental deficit, but tacitly
assuming alternative explanations when those same gaps occur in the speech of
a presumed fluent, mature individual", [ think the same methodological moral
appTiestiﬁ second language learning research, and in teaching too. The errors
in the performance of bilingual children chould be compared to the errors in
the performance of monolingual children, and the gaps in the performance of

the adult second language learner should be compared to those of native speakers,

whose language processing powers should not be taken forgranted. If adults
had difficulty comprehending sentences with singly embedded relative clauses

in French, what types of sentences might they have trouble with that we
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thought were too easy to justify investigation?

4 The implications that this ﬁypqthesis has for second Tanguége Tearners

deserves to be studied.

This statement is consistent with Slobin's statement (1956;134) that

....all of the world's languages make use of order in their gramma-
‘tical structure, but not all languages have inflectional systems.

Also Ruke-Draviga (p. 265) arrives at a similar conclusion in a diary

study of the production Qf”ncmiﬁa1, aéjectiva1 and verbal inflections in

Latvian, through the child's fourth year.




TABLE 1
TYPES OF RELATIVE SENTENCES THAT WERE TESTED IN FRENCH AND ENGLISH

Subject Relatives

1. Subject NP relativized (SS)
Le Tion qui pousse le cheval fait tomber 1la vache
The Tion that pushes the horse knocks down the cow.
2. Object NP relativized (S0)
Le Tion que le cheval pousse fait tomber la vache
The 1ion that the horse pushes knocks down the cow

3. Object NP relativized, relative clause subject postposed (S0')
Le 1ion que pousse Te cheval fait tomber la vache
(The Tion that the horse pushes knocks down the cow)

Object Relatives

Le 1jon fait tomber 1a vache qui pousse le cheval
The Tion knocks down the cow that pushes the horse

_ 4. Subject NP relativized (0S)

5. Object NP relativized (00)
Le 1ion fait tomber la vache que le cheval pousse:
The Tion knocks down the cow that the horse pushes

6.~ Object NP reiafivized,fre1ative clause subject postposed (00')
Le lion fait tomber 1a vache que pousse le cheval
(The Tion knocks down the cow that the horse pushes.)
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TABLE 2 ,
PERCENTAGE OF CORRECT ANSWERS BY AGE GROUP

2a, English Relative Sentences (3.0 possible) Sheldon, 1974

Sentence Type

SS S0 _0s 00

33.0 6.0 - 18.0
48.3° ' 24.3 30.3
75.6° 21.3 39.0

5
]

L Iy Y
— R
L] Ll [

N O L

11
=1
=1

=z===
T
i o ot

LS
TN D O

| Average ; o ,
Percent 52.3 17.1 29.1

vCerect N=33

LN
jo
LSy

\
5 |

2b. English Relative Sentences (5.0 p@ésibie) Legum, 1975
sS S0 08 00 _

68 18.6 17.2 48.0
2 23.2 41.0 67.6
80 31.4 47.0 57.0

Q0 1Ty
e O et
= =
W
ek
TS N
~J
]

Average ' o ]
Percent 73.3 24.4 35.0 57.5

Ccrrect N=47

2c. French Relatives (4.0 possible).

=16 73.50 9.00 15.75 32.75 3.25 6.25
1€ 81.25 12.50 15.75 36.00 0 6.25
N=16 93.75 12.50 11.00 31.25 1.75 0
N=16 81.25 7.75 31,25 29.75 0 3.00
N=16 72.00 - 7.75 36.00 70.25 0 /3.00
N=16 78.25 54.00 67.25 61.00 9.50 20.25

O oN YL S
O oo N M N

Average ’ ] O , ] ,
Pe?gzgt 80.00 17.25 29.50 43.50 2.41 6.54
Correct, N=96 N
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TABLE 3
CONTROL TEST: COORDINATE STRUCTURE COUNTERPARTS TO THE RELATIVE SENTENCES

1. Identical subjects (SS) (Parallel Function)
Le lion pousse le cheval et le lion fait tomber la vache
~ The lion pushes the horse and the lion knocks down the cow
2. Subject of first clause identical to object of second clause (S0)
Le 1ion pousse le cheval et la vache fait tomber le Tion
The Tion pushes the horse and the cow knocks down the Tion

3. Object of first clause identical to subject of second clause (0S)
Le Tion pousse le cheval et le cheval fait tomber 1a vache
The 1ion pushes the horse and the horse knocks down the cow

4. Identical objects (00) (Parallel Function)
Le 1ion pousse le cheval et la vache fait tomber le cheval

The Tion pushes the horse and the cow knocks down the horse
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TABLE 4
PERCENT OF CORRECT ANSWERS BY AGE GROUP

French Ccordinate‘Sentences (4.0 possible)
Sentence Type '
Age_Group ss. S0 0s 00
4.2 N=15 85 88 83 83

English Coordinate Sentences (3.0 possible) Sheldon, 1974
Sentence Type

je Grou - sS 50 05 _ 00

8 58.3 58.3 54.3
11 60.6 66.6 60.6
1 88.0 66.6 75.6

=

00 @ ~J

On O s
i

oo O

|
|

P WD

N
N
N

b=

.Average Percent
Correct, N=30 70.0 64.3 64.3 74.3

I
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77 TABLE 5
FRENCH ADULT PERFORMANCE: PERCENT OF CORRECT ANSHERS

Sentence type
SS S0 0s 00 50"
98.4% ‘89 . 89 98.4 89

00"
82.8
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FIGURE 1
PERCENTAGE OF CORRECT ANSWERS BY AGE: ENGLISH

100 - : ____Legum, N = 47
' Ages 6-8 yrs.

- - - -Sheldon, N = 33
80 - Ages 4-5 yrs,

Sentence Type
SS SO 0S 00
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They preferred to associate all modifiers with the main clause subject, or
sentence initial NP, despite the fact that adult speakers in both languages
prefer to associate modifiers with the adjacent NP, We can not assume, there-

fore, that there will be differences in children's languages because there
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they are learning relative clauses. Since we now know that these results
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overcome, but its presence is to be expected.

what I have shown here, however, is that we have alot to learn from learner
errors. They supply important data in the construction of a theory of

Tanguage acquisition.
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N=16
N=16
N=16
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Percent
Correct, N=96
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